







Having  said  that,  all  the  points  that  appear  to  define  the  lower  envelope  are 
consistent and provide a result that is not unreasonable.
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To the Editors of ‘The Observatory’
Otto Heckmann: Friend or Foe?
Some readers might get a false impression of Otto Heckmann from the brief 
mention  of  him  in Trimble’s  recent  book  review  in  these  pages1,  so  I  would 
like  to  add  some  more  information.  I  studied  physics  and  astronomy  at  the 
University of Hamburg and worked as a student at the Hamburg Observatory*, 
of which Heckmann had been director (long before my time), so while I have no 
* The  Hamburg  Observatory  was  founded  in  1802,  and  has  been  at  its  current  location  for  about 
110 years. The University of Hamburg was founded in 1919, taking in the observatory. The Hamburg 
Observatory became an institute of the department of physics of the University in 1968.
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first-hand information, some is second- or third-hand. It is true that Heckmann 









since  there  were  efforts  to  install  such  a  person  (there  were  several  potential 
candidates)  as  director  instead  of  Heckmann.  He  was  the  first  choice  of  the 
preceding  director  Richard  Schorr  and  the  observatory  at  large  after Walter 
Baade  (who,  along  with  Rudolph  Minkowski*,  had  also  worked  in  Hamburg 
before  emigration)  had  declined.  Heckman  was  suspicious  to  the  authorities 
because  he  didn’t  oppose  Einstein’s  theory  of  relativity,  and  also  because  he 
had  many  Jewish  acquaintances  and  was  a  sympathizer  of  the  left  wing  of 
the  Zentrum  party;  at  the  time,  there  was  a  ‘Deutsche Physik’  movement  (led 
by  Nobel  laureate  Philipp  Lenard)  which  intended  to  rid  physics  of  Jewish 
influence.  (Einstein was not only  the most  famous  scientist  in  the world, but 



















There  were,  of  course,  scientists,  such  as  Lenard,  who  opposed  Einstein 
and  ‘Jewish  science’.  (Einstein  got  his  Nobel  Prize  for  explaining  Lenard’s 
observations  of  the  photoelectric  effect.)    Although  some,  such  as  Pascual 
Jordan† (one of the few to have made substantial contributions both to quantum 




† I  have  often  heard  people  speak  of  the  ‘Dshordan’  frame,  as  opposed  to  the  ‘Yordan’  frame,  in 
gravitation theory, concluding that they don’t know that he was German (though of Spanish ancestry) 
or don’t know how German is pronounced.
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political views (though Jordan remained a defender of Einstein and other Jewish 
scientists),  most  tried  to  continue  their  work  despite  the  political  situation, 
some  realizing  later  rather  than  sooner  the  true evil of  fascism.  (Planck’s  son 
Erwin  was  executed  for  his  part  in  the  failed  attempt  to  assassinate  Hitler 
organized by Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg.)  Of course, many had no 
chance  and  were  forced  to  emigrate,  the  effect  perhaps  best  documented  by 
a conversation between a politician and a mathematician. When asked by  the 
minister of education Bernhard Rust whether it was true that his institute had 
suffered due  to  the exit of  Jewish mathematicians, David Hilbert  replied  that 
the institute no longer existed6. 
After two decades as director of the Hamburg Observatory, during which he 
was  also  vice-president  (1955–1961)  of  the  IAU,  Heckmann  became  the  first 
Director General (1962–1969) of ESO (headquartered in Hamburg for a while as 
a result) and, later, president of the IAU (1967–1970). He held an extraordinary 
IAU  General Assembly  in  Poland  to  commemorate  the  500th  anniversary  of 
the birth of Copernicus. Heckmann was a foreign member of many academies 
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System. The  interesting  thing,  though,  is  that  the  density  would  be  within 
an order of magnitude or  so of  that of a neutron star,  thus not extremely  far 
removed  from  our  experience.  Of  course,  that  demonstrates  how  empty  the 
Universe  is, mainly between  stars  and within atoms:  the Hubble Deep Field, 
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